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SANDY BREHL

Master Illustrator Allen Say
Opens Students' Eyes
to the Artist's Craft
Sandy Brehl has been teaching for more than three decades in Milwaukee
metropolitan area public schools, in exceptional and regular education
classes, grades K-6. She currently teaches third grade. Ms. Brehl received
a master of education degree from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
early in her teaching career. Recently, she returned to UW-Milwaukee for a
continuing education graduate course and found that her students enjoyed
it as much as she did.
marveled as I observed my third-grade
students develop into thoughtful readers and writers who could engage in
1 i v e 1 y discussions about books. They were
actively aware of Caldecott Award winning titles
and illustrators, and each student had a number of
valued favorites among them. However, at times I
noticed they fumbled for words that would precisely
describe what they observed in these books.

I

While taking a class titled The Art ofPicture Books,
I discovered the perfect means of extending the
students' awareness of artistic elements. Allen Say's
picture storybooks provided the entree I needed
to introduce intimidating (even to adults!) artistic
language and concepts. I knew the students would
enjoy Say's works because his 1994 Caldecott
Medal winning, Grandfathers Journey (1993) and
elegant Tree of Cranes (1991) had elicited "oohs and
ahhhs" from my students when they first explored
them in earlier thematic studies.
Say, born in 1937 in Yokohama, Japan, worked
for many years as a highly successful professional
photographer, headquartered in the Pacific Northwest. At the age of 12, his love of drawing and
painting had led him to leave home to apprentice
with Japan's famous cartoonist, Noro Shinpei,
for 4 years. After years of squeezing writing and
illustrating in between photography assignments,
he eventually acknowledged his true joy in illustration and then devoted full time efforts to making
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beautiful children's books, which he continues to do
today. He was rewarded with a Caldecott Medal and
a Caldecott Honor award for Boy of the Three Year
Nap (Snyder, 1988), among many other honors.
In his latest release, Home of the Brave (2002), the
Japanese American internment camps of World
War II are depicted from a very personal viewpoint.
Although he was a young boy in Japan at that time,
he has internalized the experience from historic
records and exhibits, creating a story and illustrations that draw the reader into this world. It was
this ability of his books to fully engage my students
that convinced me to focus on Say's works for this
project.
Consequently, when I initiated a class study of illustrations in picture books as visual art, the works of
Allen Say led the way. Say's art offers a rich source
of images that can be discussed with students to
build an increasing awareness of artistic elements in
illustrations. His art is consistently beautiful, classically formal, but time spent examining several pages
of any of his books reveals great variation in his use
of the elements of line, edge, shape, color, proportion, detail, and space. His controlled use of these
elements results in books with unified style, yet
each page reflects and enhances the text in unique
ways. His layout design frequently utilizes a left
page-right page, text-illustration pattern, with both
pages bordered by wide, white, rectangular space.
In Tea With Milk (1999), this formal book design is
2002
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further defined by fine black.line frames identical in
size on every page. This underscores the images and
theme of the work, defining the rectangular confining "boxes" of a culture in which Masaka struggles
to feel at home.

angles to mirror her slightly widened opportunities.
The following pages reveal more light/reflection
than shadow, somewhat softened edges, off-centering of the figures, and an increasing number of
less-static people in each image.

The initial photographic impression of Say's art is
evoked by precise edges without defined outlines,
exquisite details, and careful color selection. He uses
sepia-tones for archival images, accented by intense
shadow and light effects. He often develops images
from a limited palette, varying the hues and tints of
just a few colors per page, while effectively using
white/ gray tones for emotional impact. His depiction
of light, shadow, and reflection serves to focus attention, empowering or diminishing the figures. The
point of view and framing of each image also reflect
his prior experience as a professional photographer.

Say's use of black/white contrast throughout, but
especially in the final pages, moves Masaka through
this transition, into a relationship that brings light
to her life. The prospect of losing that (page 29)
contrasts with the resolution (page 31) in which the
characters are identically sized, dressed, and positioned on the page. The color tones, shadows, and
body angles on page 29 convey a pending tragedy.
His use of white in the backlit outlining, his addition
of blue/rose tones, and the intersection of the figures
on page 31 clearly signal a positive resolution. These
last two pages will be used in the lesson described.

Tea With Milk is an especially strong example of
Say's work for this lesson. Its powerful theme of
cultural conflict is carefully woven throughout the
pages, with a distinct shift in images beginning at
page 15. Prior to that, rigid rectangular patterns and
firm, restraining lines "box in" the struggling central
character. Depth and dimension are established with
shadow and dull surfaces. Page composition is full
scale, figures are central and static, backgrounds
are formal and symmetrical. As Masaka emerges
to reclaim herself on page 15, the dramatic change
is marked by color, the central figure is drawn to
the foreground, and all the figures reflect a greater
degree of action. Even the rectangular images are
less rigid in the curtain, positioned at shoulder
height, as if her movement to independence has
stirred them. An interesting note about this page
involves the small girl. Compared to the colors and
expressions of the other characters and framing
background, the child's expression, the tilt of her
head, as well as the color of her collar and cuffs (a
pale shade of Masaka's dress color), indicate her
attraction to this cultural shockwave.

The 21 third-grade students in my class are bright,
eager 8- and 9- year-olds, including several with
exceptional education needs. They are primarily a
suburban group, including a number of low-income
individuals. They represent typical Midwest culture
and American heritage as well as having active
connections with African-American, Asian, Middleeastern, Greek, and Hispanic family heritage. At
that point in the year they were experienced at
having constructive conversations about books, with
the emphasis on story content and writer's craft.
They had been working on a unit in geometry with
activities that encouraged them to see geometry in
their environment, a serendipitous benefit to the
discussion. The challenge in this activity was to help
them look at illustrations as a reflection of the artist's
craft, identifying and considering the effects of the
elements of art.

In the second half of the book, perspective and
dimension shift dramatically (pp. 17, 19, 21) as
Masaka pursues a wider horizon in her own life.
At this point, too, a limited color range in tones
similar to the early pages of the book is presented,
but brightly, with reflection rather than shadow used
to develop depth and definition. In her "gleaming
palace" (page 19), the geometric patterns become
pentagons, hexagons, and arches, widening their
8

My students have had prior experience with two of
Say's books (Tree of Cranes, Grandfathers Journey)
and have recently completed small group analyses of
several authors. In addition, they recently completed
a study of Japan and its culture. This lesson provided a welcome opportunity to help these students
develop and refine the concepts and vocabulary
necessary for careful observation, comparison, and
meaningful discussion of visual art in books. In an
introductory session, Tea With Milk was read aloud,
to provide a needed opportunity for the students
to process the content and establish the identity
and chronology of the characters traveling through
Grandfathers Journey, Tea With Milk, and Tree
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details, they're so perfect" was the first response,
with general agreement. I asked: Do some look
more like photographs than others? How does
he do that? "You can see all the way back in the
picture" was the next comment, and I asked what
that meant. "You can see the shadow's exactly
the shape it should be, not just a dark patch, and
you can see the wind blowing her clothes on the
playground, (cover illustration, also page 9). He
makes it look exactly like you would see it if you
were standing right there." There was general
agreement and extensions of this example, and
someone added, "His pictures look 3-D". The
original observer added, "That's because of the
shadows." The words DETAIL, DIMENSION,
and SHAPE were written on a chart, as I asked
what else Allen Say had done as an artist to make
these illustrations.
"He puts so much in his pictures," came next,
and I asked the student to tell more about that.
She noted that many artists just have sky or space
around the picture, but he has lots of buildings
with all the details on them, and sometimes there
isn't even any sky showing. His pictures fill up
the whole space. Others agreed, and someone
said, "That's why they are like photographs, too,
like close-ups." SPACE was added to the chart.

Cover art for Grandfather's Journey by Allen Say
of Cranes. During the discussion several students
mentioned that all three books had the same layout
and book design (size, shape, large picture on front
cover, small one on the back, wide metallic-toned
framing in the covers, the left-right//text-illustration
pattern, etc.) This allowed me to praise their careful
observation and reinforce by repetition the use of
appropriate vocabulary. They were excited to hear
that we would soon revisit these books with a focus
on art rather than story.

Students were called to sit closely at the carpet
reading area as I held up Tea With Milk. As the
discussion continued pages were turned to search
for examples or to examine a remembered page. I
began by reminding them how much we can learn
about writing by noticing the writer's craft as we
read and asked if we could learn more about art
by noticing the artist's skill in illustration. They
engaged immediately, and one student said, "I
thought they were all photographs, but you can't get
the Caldecott unless its art." Several others added
that they thought they were photographs, too. I
asked what made his art look like photos. "It's the
FALL

Then a student asked us to look at page 5, commenting that it looks like a picture taken with an
old style camera, because it is black and white.
Many nodded their heads, but several hands shot up,
their comments revealing observation that it really
wasn't black and white on the page, but more tan,
brown, and gray. I added COLOR to the chart, and
a lengthy examination of many pages generated
careful observations and comparisons about color,
including the observation that the flag on page 5
actually did contain red and blue.
The students were very engaged in this conversation, and the more elements they became aware of
the more comments they wanted to make. Say's use
of light and shadow were very compelling to them,
and one student observed on the title page that the
background seems to be black, but it is dark toward
the outer edges and much lighter around the figure,
making it seem like a light is shining on the girl and
her doll. Then another student recalled page 31 and
pointed out to everyone that the figures seem to be
2002
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outlined in white. LINE was added to the chart, and
we took another look at whether Say outlines or
uses color contrasting edges, and EDGE was added.
Further observation and comments included awareness of many of these elements, including the use
of rectangles and straight lines on the "Japanese"
pages, with more shapes and angles on the "American style" pages. They noted that the people in the
early pages are all sitting still like they are posed,
but as the book goes on they are moving around
and at different places on the page. They noticed
that the eyes are often facing the reader in the early
pages, then the eyes are looking at other things and
people later in the book.
At this point the book was closed and color copies
of pages 29 and 31 were displayed side by side
without comment. There was immediate recognition of the similar composition, and we continued
discussing how the two very similar images can
look so different by changing the elements noted
on the chart. The color of the lights, the emotional
content, the fact that the clothing was meant to
be identical but looked very different in color on
the two pages, the figures facing the reader or
facing away all generated comments. One student
even observed that on page 31 the water and sky
were the same color, but the way Say painted them
made one look like water and the other look like
foggy sky.
This conversation was limited only by my awareness of the length of time they had been sitting, so
I ended by asking if they thought that looking at
picture storybook art this way could help them to
enjoy a story more and learn more about how artists
work. Everyone eagerly asked if we could do more
of this.
Our follow-up will involve this process often, but
by the end of the week the students were asked to
self-select a picture storybook from a collection of
more than 50 Caldecott titles (winners and honors).
They were also provided with a prompt sheet listing
the elements with a visual reminder of how the elements affect art. In their weekly letter to the teacher,
I requested that they consider the artist's skill in
their selection and write to me about the book. The
directions asked them to tell about their observations
as well as their opinions about the artist's finished
product.
10
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Elements of Art Poster Displayed
in Brehl 's Classroom

Without fail, every student pursued the task eagerly,
writing letters that incorporated some of the vocabulary we had shared. After completing her letter, one
student returned to Tea With Milk to examine the
title page. She had identified the "spotlight" effect
in our discussion and brought the book to me to add
other observations about elements of that page. She
noted that it had the predominant black and white
color choice, and compared many details of the girl
versus the doll. She commented that it is an American doll but a Japanese girl: one with blond hair, one
with black; one with curly hair, one straight; one
standing, one sitting; one with a ruffles and one with
"folds" (pleats); one "stiff," one "comfy." She ended
by saying they were sort of opposites, but they still
could be together.
Their level of sophistication can be attributed not
only to their newly acquired concepts, vocabulary,
and interest, but to a rich background of quality
school art instruction and a broad experience in
looking carefully at picture books to enhance mean-
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ing. Additional direct experiences are planned using
all of Say's picture book titles with small-group
analysis of how his techniques were similar or
different in various books, along with discussion
and sharing of why they thought he chose particular
techniques for particular illustrations. This lesson
demonstrated that a meaningful encounter with a
skilled artist can change the way students see art in
literary experiences and in their daily lives.
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